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Soldier. Outdoorsman. Engineer. Family man.
Peter Topp will be remembered as all those things, friends say, recalling a man who embraced the military role of
homeland defense and who was just as comfortable thousands of feet high in the Rocky Mountains as he was
anywhere else.
Topp, a 2006 graduate of the Naval Postgraduate School Center for Homeland Defense and Security, died July 26
in a rock climbing accident in the San Juan Mountains in Colorado. He was 59.
"He was very active and energetic," recalled Eric Bleakney, who worked with Topp at the U.S. Northern Command
(NORTHCOM) and followed in his footsteps to the CHDS program. "He was taken away much too soon. He was a
great guy and he will be missed."
Topp was a graduate of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, N.Y., who retired from the Army as a colonel in
2002. In September 2002, he joined (NORTHCOM) as its first civilian engineer and during his tenure there enrolled
at CHDS.
He was a member of Cohort 0501/0502 who was known for his wit and his encouragement.
"Peter was one of my great ‘encouragers’ during our time at CHDS," noted Cynthia Cox, class co-president for that
cohort. "We came from very different backgrounds, and his credentials and achievements intimidated me. That
thought quickly changed though. He took me aside one day following a discussion and said ‘Captain, speak up, what
you have to say is important, you stick to your guns.’ Anytime I was particularly quiet during class, he would always
remind me of that. He always called me Captain. That is the kind of man Peter Topp was."
Colleagues say he took pride in his profession and continued to think about homeland security and NORTHCOM’s
role.
Don Reed, a CHDS graduate and Deputy Chief, Land Branch, J35 Future Operations Division at NORTHCOM,
worked with Topp as part of a national emergency response team.
1/3
"Peter always saw the bigger picture. He was always looking at what we did and fitting that into the national
homeland defense and security picture," Reed said. "He always had great enthusiasm about the whole business.
We had a lot of talks about homeland defense and homeland security, a lot of those "late in the day" conversations
while working together in the NORTHCOM Future Operations Center."
Friends say Topp was ever positive and upbeat, but at the same time wouldn’t flinch at asking tough questions or
offering constructive input.
"You didn’t want to ask Pete a question if you didn’t want to hear the answer because he wasn’t necessarily going to
tell you what you wanted to hear. And if something didn’t seem quite right, he didn’t have a problem standing up and
voicing what was right," said Dan Gleason, Joint Training and Exercise Planning Officer at NORTHCOM. "He had a
lot of moral courage."
Added Bleakney: "He was the consummate professional. When Pete would come in the room and enter a
discussion, people would take heed. That went for generals to people who didn’t know him."
In his NORTHCOM role, Topp worked as an engineer in emergency response, aiding in everything from wildfires to
serving in the Future Operations Center during Hurricane Katrina.
Stan Supinski, who served as Topp’s thesis advisor at CHDS, said Topp was a very thorough student.
"He was meticulous, efficient and very, very bright," Supinski recalled. "He set a very high standard for the students
from NORTHCOM who came after him."
After his CHDS graduation, Topp mentored new CHDS students from NORTHCOM and stayed in touch with CHDS
staff.
Greta Marlatt, Outreach and Development Manager of the Homeland Security Digital Library, said she and the
former student exchanged information regularly about homeland security issues. He would also send her photos of
his hiking and travel excursions.
"In my opinion, he was the ultimate definition of an officer and a gentleman," Marlatt said. "He was one of the
sweetest, caring guys I ever met. I will miss him personally."
Gleason met Topp when both were stationed at Fort Carson. Both ended up at NORTHCOM, and Topp served as a
sort of CHDS mentor to Gleason.
"He would give me insights about courses and instructors," Gleason said. "He really helped me in mentoring me
through the course."
As a CHDS student, Topp showed humorous dedication when it came time to complete his thesis, Reed
remembers. When the two met in 2006, Reed had finished at the Center and Topp was still a student. Reed recalls
that Topp was growing a beard.
"He said ‘I’m keeping this beard until my thesis is done,’" Reed remembers.
And he did. One day, Topp came into the Future Operations Center once again clean-shaven.
"I said, ‘You’re good?’ He said, ‘Yeah, it’s finished,’" Reed said.
Outside the workplace, Topp could be found scaling or skiing mountains. He had climbed 44 "fourteeners," so called
because of their elevation at 14,000 feet or greater above sea level.
The last time Bleakney saw him was on the Crags Trail leading to Pikes Peak. As Bleakney was walking up the trail,
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Topp was descending while wearing his big, brown floppy cowboy hat. Bleakney was sure his friend did not
recognize him.
"I just said ‘Hi Pete’ and without looking up he just said ‘Hi Eric,’" Bleakney recalled.
The two chatted for a while, and that was the last time Bleakney saw his friend.
Aside from his West Point and CHDS degrees, Topp earned a master’s degree in engineering from the University of
California-Berkeley, and was also a graduate of the Army War College.
During his military career, he commanded engineer units from platoon to brigade levels. He commanded an
engineer battalion in combat during Operation Just Cause. He was once selected as the Society of Military
Engineers Outstanding Young Military Engineer, and was named a Society Fellow in 1997. That same year, he was
named Alaska Military Engineer of the Year. The American Society of Civil Engineers named him Federal Engineer
of the Year in 2002. Furthermore, he was awarded the Legion of Merit four times.
Topp is survived by his wife, Gina, and two children, Erik and Kristina.
Copyright/Accessibility/Section 508
3/3
